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Military readies hurricane response 
By JAMES W. CRAWLEY  
Media General News Service  
WASHINGTON - Three million MREs - pre-packaged military rations - are stockpiled, along 
with thousands of cots, blankets, blue tarps and toiletry kits. About 1,500 trucks, each tracked by 
satellites, are ready to move on a moment's notice. Air Force pilots fly practice missions in new, 
state-of-the-art planes. The Pentagon is mobilizing for the war on hurricanes. The storm season 
begins June 1. "This isn't any different from supporting Operation Enduring Freedom or 
Operation Iraqi Freedom," said Col. Eric Smith of the Defense Logistics Agency. "We're using 
the same skills."  
Last year, the military, along with the Federal Emergency Management Agency, was criticized 
for a bureaucracy-slowed response to Hurricane Katrina. Some National Guard units weren't 
ordered to Louisiana and Mississippi until more than two days after the storm passed. Military 
officials have promised Congress better coordination and a faster response if hurricanes strike 
the United States. The Defense Logistics Agency, based at Fort Belvoir, Va., has already set 
aside food and other supplies in case of a hurricane, said Smith, chief of the agency's logistics 
center. "We're the logistics provider for FEMA," Smith said. "If they want bottled water, we'll 
get it for them." Same with food, cots, blankets, fuel, tarps and medical supplies, he added. From 
military stockpiles, 3 million MREs - meals ready to eat - are ready for immediate shipment to a 
disaster zone. Like the ones issued to troops, each MRE is a self-contained meal containing an 
entree, vegetable or starch, snack, dessert, beverage, a heater and a spoon. At 1,250 calories 
each, they aren't for the weight conscious. Three firms, including Sopakco of Mullins, S.C., 
furnish MREs to the military. Beyond food, the logistics command has created a list of must-
have items needed right after a hurricane. These so-called "first-to-go" supplies fill a list of 
obvious and not-so-obvious items - water and blankets and also baby wipes and cargo slings to 
hoist supplies underneath helicopters. One complaint after Katrina was the inefficient 
distribution of supplies because trucks often went to the wrong location or got lost. "We couldn't 
tell (relief officials) where the food was," Smith said. "We could only say when it left the depot, 
but we couldn't tell them where it was in transit." The military has 1,500 tractor-trailers equipped 
with satellite communications gear on call. Each shipment will be tracked continuously, and 
military officials can re-route supplies as needs change. The logistics agency is ideally suited for 
the disaster job, said Smith. "We understand how to crisis manage," he said. Much of the 
Pentagon's hurricane response will be the duty of the U.S. Northern Command, in Colorado 
Springs, Colo. It will oversee the movement of troops, aircraft, vehicles and supplies supporting 
relief efforts. Beefed-up communications between local and national relief officials, including 
portable radio systems, are being readied and a joint Air Force, Coast Guard and National Guard 
search-and-rescue center is planned. But, the military will not be in charge. It will receive its 
orders from FEMA, said a military spokesman. Military pilots will likely be the first to see any 
developing hurricane up close. The 53rd Weather Reconnaissance Squadron is the military's 
Hurricane Hunters. Based at Keesler Air Force Base, near Gulfport, Miss., the unit is still 
recovering from Katrina. The base took a direct hit and suffered about $1 billion in damage. 
Katrina forced the squadron to evacuate to a Georgia air base. "Everyone (in the squadron) was 
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affected by the storm, but we never missed a (flight)," said Maj. Chad Gibson, who is an aerial 
reconnaissance weather officer. Last season, the Air Force unit flew more than 1,200 hours 
inside hurricanes, making 220 penetrations into storm eyes. The National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration flies its own hurricane-searching planes from MacDill Air Force 
Base in Tampa, Fla. The Air Force is flying 10 new hurricane-tracking planes, the WC-130J 
model. It's roomier, has more powerful engines, a digital cockpit and state-of-the-art weather 
observation equipment to improve and speed up forecasting. And, for Gibson, the new planes 
have a big advantage. In the older model, when Gibson needed to observe waves or clouds, he 
had to unbuckle, leave his seat and walk to a window to look out. "Walking around (a plane) 
during a hurricane can be very hairy at times," he said. Now, his seat is next to a window.  
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Jet crash raises some ‘what ifs’ 

A little more than three years after the city of Goodyear settled with the owners of Duncan Family Farms and agreed 
to pay Arnott and Kathleen Duncan $3.5 million to move their educational farming operation, the wisdom of the 
action was hammered home.  

The Luke Air Force Base F-16 that crashed last Tuesday hit the ground very near the Duncans’ former property.  

The February 2003 settlement agreement provided for Goodyear’s purchase of the Duncans’ 44 acres at the corner 
of Cotton Lane and Indian School Road. The April 11, 2006, crash occurred near Camelback Road and Cotton Lane, 
just a mile north of the former Family Farms location.  

The Family Farms was used as an educational tool to teach young children about what farmers do and where their 
food comes from, and hundreds of children visited the farm every week. However, changes in legislation and in 
Luke flight patterns in 2001 raised the level of concern over public activities at Duncan Family Farms. The change 
in flight routes involved up to 95 percent of Luke’s flights taking off using the southern departure corridor, including 
all flights carrying munitions, making for further public safety concerns.  

After conducting the school tours and other public activities for several years, the Duncans learned in March 2002 
that Duncan Family Farms was in Luke’s “Accident Potential Zone” or APZ. They subsequently stopped their 
educational tours, private parties and public festivals on the property. It was a sad time for the entire West Valley; 
the Duncans were highly lauded for their award-winning educational farm.  

But, last Tuesday’s crash reaffirmed the wisdom of closing the farm at Indian School road and Cotton Lane.  

Life is full of “what ifs,” but when it comes to the safety of children, we can’t gamble with “what ifs” such as “what 
if Duncan Family Farms were still in operation” and “what if hundreds of elementary-age school children were 
visiting the farm on that day” and “what if the plane happened to go down just a mile to the south of where it did go 
down?”  

Furthermore, last week’s crash punctuated the wisdom of imposing restrictions on residential developments under 
the Luke flight paths. What if that plot of land had been full of homes? 

 
 




